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the relevance of this principle to the population problem, some-
thing must be said about the form which the doctrine assumed
at the hands of Ricardo, and those who followed him. This
matter is of no little importance because they stated it in such
a manner as to introduce a confusion which militated against
the correct application of the principle to the population ques-
tion.

The principle as stated by West had reference to agriculture
alone. 'It is obvious', he said, cthat an equal quantity of work
will always fabricate the same quantity of manufactures.'1 In
another place he even suggests that equal quantities of addi-
tional work in manufacture will yield more than proportionate
returns. Thus it was put about that, whereas diminishing
returns prevail in agriculture, increasing returns prevail in
manufacture. The universal validity of the principle was denied.
For this there was never any reason whatever. There is no
fundamental distinction between agriculture and manufacture;
the fact is that if men work in a limited space with limited
materials their number cannot be indefinitely increased without
reducing the returns per head.2

The second source of confusion was of still greater importance
with respect to the application of the principle to population.
Ricardo and his followers thought that agricultural returns had
actually diminished with the passage of time; it was as though
the human race had had the experience of West's hypothetical
colonists. This is a complete misunderstanding of the principle
as now accepted. What the principle states is that, if at any
given time the number of people is increased, then increase
beyond a certain limit must yield diminished returns per head.
If over a period of time the number of people is increased and,
as may well be the case, the means of production have changed,
it does not result that an increase of people will be followed by
decreasing returns. The point may be illustrated in this way.
Imagine a primitive tribe living in a certain area and support-

1 E. Canaan, op. cit., p. 157.

a See L. Robbins, 'The Optimum Theory of Population', in London Essays in
Economics.